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PREFACE 



In recent years, more and more attention has been directed to 
regional developments in the Indian national movement. The 
present study is an attempt to evaluate the effect of a regionalistic 
movement during the second and third decades of the twentieth 
century in order to illustrate one aspect of contemporary Indian 
social and intellectual history. Field work for this book was under- 
taken in 1961-1963 under a Ford Foundation Foreign Area Train- 
ing Fellowship which allowed me to stay in India for fifteen 
months and in England for four. However, the responsibility for 
the opinions stated in this book does not rest with the Ford Foun- 
dation, but with me alone. I was also supported during the year 
1964 by funds from the Committee on Southern Asia Studies at 
the University of Chicago, where another version of this study was 
submitted as a Ph.D. dissertation. 

Many persons have given me assistance over the past six years 
in the preparation of this book. While I was in India I was greatly 
aided by Professor K, A. Nilakanta Sastri. A. T. Sreshta gave me 
many interesting details about his father’s role in the Justice Party, 
and I am particularly grateful to K. V. Gopalaswamy for showing 
me the diaries his father wrote in London in 1919. I also owe 
much to Vidwan Ira. Manian, B.O.L., B.T., who not only taught 
me Tamil but at an early stage in my research translated certain 
materials for me. His insights into Tamil non-Brahman society 
were particularly valuable to me in writing this book. T. N. Jaya- 
velu also procured many valuable books and pamphlets for me. 

While in England, I was given access to the collection of docu- 
ments and books at the India Office Library by S. C. Sutton, 
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C.B.E. His kindness and graciousness permitted me to complete 
my work there in a short time and to make use of the unusual 
collection of printed Tamil books located there. Without the fa- 
cilities of die India Office Library I would have been unable to 
undertake this project. 

I have also been aided by many friends who have given me 
dieir friendly and useful criticism. Professors Myron Weiner, 
Milton Singer, John Leonard, R. Suntharalingam, W. H. Morris- 
Jones, Andiony Low, and Dr. Leo Rose have read through the en- 
tire manuscript in one form or another. Professors Burton Stein, M. 
N. Srinivas, and John Broomfield have read portions of the type- 
script and have given me many useful suggestions. To Professor 
Stephen N. Hay I owe a particular debt for the guidance and insight 
which he provided. 

Few books have appeared on modern south Indian history, and 
so far as I am aware, none has used Tamil materials. I have there- 
fore been unable to follow any precedent in die matter of trans- 
literation. There is no accepted transliteration system for Tamil, 
despite attempts to create one, and I have followed a system which 
will be immediately understandable to those who read Tamil. I 
have spelled names of persons and places in the same way in 
which they were spelled in the period betwen 1916 and 1929. I 
have not made any effort to change the names of towns like 
Trichinopoly or of persons like Tyagaraja Chetd. In every in- 
stance I have sought to remain as faithful to my source material 
as possible. 

Madras, March, 1968 Eugene F. Irschick 
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The following abbreviations are used in die notes: 

MLCP Madras Legislative Council Proceedings 

MRO Madras Record Office 

Madras NNR Madras Native Newspaper Reports 




CONTENTS 



Introduction xiii 

1. Society and Politics in Madras Presidency 1 

2. Annie Besant, Home Rule, and Non-Brahmanism, 

1916-1917 27 

3. Granting the Reforms: The Fight in India, 1917-1918 55 

4. Granting the Reforms: Reactions to the Montagu- 

Chelmsford Report, 1918-1919 89 

5. The Joint Select Committee Hearings, 1919-1920 136 

6. Noncooperation, the Justice Party, and Working the 

Reforms 171 

7. Non-Brahman Legislation and Provincial Politics 218 

8. The Intellectual Background of Tamil Separatism 275 

9. National and Tamil Politics, 1925-1929 311 

10. Conclusion 351 

Appendixes 

1. The Non-Brahmin Manifesto 358 

2. First Communal G.O. 368 

3. Second Communal G.O. 369 

4. Establishment of the Staff Selection Board 373 

Bibliography 379 

Index 



A map of the Madras Presidency appears as the frontispiece; a map of the mother- 
tongue distribution in South India appears on page 2 . 




INTRODUCTION 



One of the most important effects of British rule in India was to 
provide an environment in which nationalism could develop. The 
foundation of schools and colleges, the recruitment of Indians into 
the lower ranks of the civil services, the provision of a communi- 
cations network which allowed educated Indians from all parts 
of India to meet, and the establishment of printing presses by 
which Western ideas of equality and freedom were dissemi- 
nated — all these helped to make Indians more aware of their 
political and social rights. But an awareness of those rights devel- 
oped at different rates and in different ways in various parts of 
the country. Much of what we now consider to be political con- 
sciousness in India originated in areas where there were concentra- 
tions of institutions and individuals which provided the facilities 
and direction for the creation of a modern educated elite. 

Bengal, most especially, came under Western influence at an 
early period in the British conquest; Madras and Bombay, in 
southern and western India respectively, lagged behind. The cul- 
tural and nationalist awakening in Bengal, therefore, occurred 
long before that in Bombay and Madras. Madras, in fact, of all 
the areas originally conquered by the British, was the last to 
develop nationalist and political fervor. This is not to say that 
Madras was immune to the effects of British rule or missionary 
educational enterprise. But the cultural “renaissance” in Madras 
occurred later and had, in many ways, a different quality from 
that which occurred in Bengal. 

From an early period of the British connection with this south- 
ernmost part of India, Madras was considered to be an administra- 




POLITICS AND SOCIAL CONFLICT IN SOUTH INDIA 



tive and cultural backwater, far removed from the headquarters 
of the East India Company in Bengal and later from the Govern- 
ment of India at Calcutta and afterwards Delhi. Almost from the 
beginning, therefore, Madras politicians and civil servants learned 
to depend on their own resources, and this implied a certain limita- 
tion of their political and administrative horizons. At the same 
time there arose in Madras presidency, and particularly in the city 
of Madras, a small but influential group of men who maintained 
all-India perspectives and tried to connect Madras public life with 
that of Bengal, Bombay, and the rest of British India. It was from 
this group that the founders of the Indian National Congress 
came, and it was they who sought to counteract the feeling that 
Madras was gravely imposed upon by the rest of India. 

In the years between 1916 and 1929 nationalist politicians — 
largely Brahmans, the highest caste in the south Indian social hier- 
archy — were challenged by a group of non-Brahmans who had 
recently begun to take an active part in the politics of Madras. 
Non-Brahmans in this period argued that Madras interests, espe- 
cially those of the “backward” non-Brahmans, were but poorly 
served. The conflict that developed between the Brahmans and the 
non-Brahmans in south India at this time was the articulation of 
a pre-existing social rivalry. 

In a society that was largely ordered by religious beliefs and 
traditional customs the Brahman was recognized as the regulator 
of religious life and social interaction. Brahmans also had the 
almost exclusive right to study the sacerdotal language, Sanskrit, 
and the religious works written in Sanskrit. As priests, Brahmans 
were mediators in the religious life of south Indian Hindus. 
Non-Brahman caste Hindus held a position immediately beneath 
the Brahmans in the caste system, and were dependent upon them 
in certain religious ceremonies. Non-Brahmans were also the pre- 
dominant landholding groups in the area. Although the three 
constituent units of south Indian society — the Brahmans, the non- 
Brahmans, and the untouchables — lived their lives largely inde- 
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pendent of one another, particularly in the villages, between the 
Brahman and the non-Brahman there was a measure of mutual 
dependence and competition. 

Another element that reinforced the polarity between Brahmans 
and non-Brahmans was the belief, widely held at the turn of the 
century', that Brahmans were racially different from non-Brah- 
mans. In the nineteenth century a number of European and 
Indian scholars who had begun to study the origins of Tamil, 
the language spoken in the far southeastern portion of Madras 
province, posited the idea that non-Brahmans were Dravidians 
and the original civilizers of the region, and that the Brahmans 
were the “Aryan invaders” from the north. These scholars believed 
that the Dravidians had been conquered and their institutions 
supplanted by an imposed Sanskritic “Aryan religion” and a caste 
system, by which non-Brahmans had for centuries been kept in an 
inferior position. Linguistically, also, there was a strong tradition 
for a division between Brahmans and non-Brahmans, especially in 
the Tamil area. The Brahmans were the guardians of “northern 
Sanskrit”; the non-Brahmans, or so they themselves believed, were 
the creators of “southern Tamil” and Tamil culture. Thus there 
were linguistic and cultural as well as social differences between 
the two groups. 

In the urban, public life of south India the division between the 
relative positions of these two groups at the beginning of the 
twentieth century was strikingly apparent. Brahmans, as priests, 
had a long tradition of learning and quickly took advantage of 
the educational opportunities offered by the British presence in 
India. In the natural course, many Brahmans were recruited into 
the government sendees. The British administration, fearing 
nepotism and loss of power, sought to control the Brahman pre- 
ponderance in government sendee. Non-Brahmans, envious of 
the Brahmans, made full use of the British predilections. They 
argued that most non-Brahmans in Madras were backward edu- 
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cationally and were therefore precluded from presdgeful govern- 
ment employment. 

Newspapers in English and in the south Indian vernaculars 
advertised non-Brahman demands for more government jobs and 
popularized the myth of Dravidian cultural origin and decline. 
A political party was organized to legislate for non-Brahman 
interests in the Madras Legislative Council. But the preoccupation 
with local and specialized problems cut non-Brahmans off from 
the Indian nationalist movement. Reflecting many of the attitudes 
of the British bureaucracy in Madras, non-Brahmans complained 
that south India’s interests were not being attended to by the cen- 
tral government. One of the interesting consequences of this atti- 
tude in the years 1916-1929 was the growth of cultural and politi- 
cal separatism, stimulated by the central government’s financial 
demands on Madras, by “Brahman Aryan” dominance in the 
social and educational systems, and by Gandhi’s individual faith, 
involving as the non-Brahmans saw it a belief in the “Aryan” 
caste structure. All these combined to inspire a strong separatist 
demand for die creation of a south Indian state in which the “orig- 
inal south Indians” would hold the power. 

In analyzing the growtii of separatist feeling in south India 
I have concentrated on the particular elements that are relevant 
to a discussion of the development of Dravidianist sentiment. 
I have used what occurred in Andhra or the Telugu-speaking area, 
which extends up the east coast from Madras city, only to illustrate 
the claims of non-Brahmans for a separate cultural identity. But 
I have not included a narrative of all the political activity in south 
India between 1916 and 1929. Therefore, I have deliberately ex- 
cluded a great deal of material concerning the growth of the 
Congress in the Tamil region and more especially in the Telugu 
region. My central aim has been to delineate the manner in which 
south Indian non-Brahmans came to power. As a “backward” 
group they employed all the mechanisms common to such groups 
in India in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. They chal- 
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lenged die prevailing elite group; diey demanded a position of 
importance and special treatment by the government; they created 
a myth of their own origins; and finally they decided on a drive 
for separatism. The non-Brahman movement in soudi India is 
important because it illustrates this kind of development extraor- 
dinarily well. Moreover, it is illustrative of the way in which such 
movements, seldom dealt with by nadonalist historians, collabo- 
rated with the British and at critical points in their career received 
valuable assistance from them. What is also important in this 
movement is its relevance to an analysis of the process by which 
political integration takes place in modern India. Many scholars 
of modern India have decried the development of rcgionalist 
movements and the overemphasis on caste as destructive of na- 
tional life and inimical to India’s progress as a unified nation. 
Movements undertaken by the non-Brahmans, they suggest, in- 
tensify loyalties which prevent the development of bonds that 
would surmount caste and linguistic lines. Others have said that 
the effect of the non-Brahman movement — and of other move- 
ments like it — has been not only to poison the springs of unified 
action but also, through its attempt to prevent Brahmans from 
entering the educational institutions of the area and the govern- 
ment services, to produce great intellectual and professional wast- 
age which modern India can ill afford. There is little question but 
that attempts by “backward” groups such as the non-Brahmans 
to displace the Brahman elite have produced considerable hardship 
and hatred and a dissipation of professional skills. But it can also 
be said that any attempt to modernize an underdeveloped country 
and to create an educated and politically aware electorate is bound 
to create movements of this kind. Furthermore, the friction that 
existed between Brahman and non-Brahman in the 1920’s is a 
typical by-product of the demand for more political, economic, 
and educational privilege by any “backward” group. The passing 
of the old order and the establishment of a modern society are 
bound to undermine relations based on ascription and die position 
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in society which those ascriptive rights imply. The development 
of the non-Brahman movement was one of the ways in which 
this transformation manifested itself in modern India. 

Claims for a separate political entity have also been a common 
feature of India’s recent past. These claims, like the social conflict 
with which I am concerned in this book, are also an ingredient in 
the creation of a unified Indian nation out of a mass of diverse 
linguistic, racial, and cultural groups. Tamil separatism has at- 
tracted considerable attention from social scientists because its 
articulation has been characterized by a militancy born of particu- 
larly strong feelings of cultural and social uniqueness. This feel- 
ing of uniqueness has been effectively exploited by a well-organ- 
ized political party, the D.M.K. The separatism represented by 
the aspirations of many non-Brahmans is extreme, but it does not 
differ in kind from the separatist ideals of other movements that 
have developed elsewhere in the subcontinent. Like the social 
conflict between the Brahmans and the non-Brahmans, the Tamil 
separatist movement would appear to be an articulation by emerg- 
ing elites of demands and aspirations which is not in itself a potent 
threat to the unity or security of the nation. In this analysis I 
have made an attempt to understand those aspirations and some 
of the ways in which they have been satisfied. 
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SOCIETY AND POLITICS IN MADRAS PRESIDENCY 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Madras presidency 
was one of the most extensive of all the British territories in India. 
It stretched from the tip of the Indian peninsula. Cape Comorin, 
halfway up the east coast to Bengal. A part of it lay on the Indian 
Ocean, touching Bombay presidency to the north, and another 
segment extended westward from the Bay of Bengal, bordering 
on both Bombay presidency and the native state of Hyderabad. 
Lady Pentland, whose husband was governor of Madras from 
1912 to 1918, described the extent of the presidency as “bigger 
than any other Indian province except Burma, and nearly five 
times bigger than Scotland, with a population nearly ten times 
bigger, speaking seven principal languages.” And yet, she con- 
tinued, “it has a special Madrasi clannishness, perhaps as a recom- 
pense for its isolation at an extremity, like Scotland.” 1 
The sense of isolation that many Englishmen felt in Madras 
was due partly to its remoteness from the center of government 
in Calcutta (or, after 1911, Delhi). But in other ways Madras was 
cut off from the rest of India. Most north Indians spoke one of sev- 
eral Indo-Aryan languages that had many affinities to Sanskrit. By 
contrast, the majority of the inhabitants of Madras presidency spoke 
one of five Dravidian languages, the most important of which were 
Tamil and Telugu. Telugu was spoken in all the northern dis- 
tricts of the province as well as in the area known as Rayalseema, 

1 Lady Pentland, The Right Honourable ]ohn Sinclair, Lord Pentland 
G.CSJ. (London, 1918), p. 180. 
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to the north and west of Madras city; the Tamil-Telugu divid- 
ing line lay just north of the city of Madras. In 1911 Tamil was 
the mother tongue of seventeen million people in the southeastern 
part of the province, but in the Tamil areas there were also con- 
siderable numbers of Telugu-speakers, mainly as a result of south- 
erly migrations in the fifteenth century and later during the 
hegemony of the Vijayanagar kingdom. In lesser numbers, the 
three other Dravidian languages of Madras were Kannada, Mala- 
yalam, and Tulu. The Kannada area lay close to the eastern side 
of the native state of Mysore. Malayalam was limited to the Mala- 
bar district on the west coast. The Tulu area, even smaller, was 
also on the west coast. In addition, two Indo-Aryan languages, 
Oriya and Hindustanti, were spoken by certain small elements of 
the population. 

Aside from its physical and linguistic separateness, die Madras 
land settlement system at the time of its implementation was also 
unique in British Indian practice. During the last decade of die 
eighteenth century and the first decade of the nineteendi, when 
revenue settlements were being made in Bengal and in the northern 
districts of what later became Madras presidency, an attempt was 
made to hand over die ownership of the land to a number of 
large landholders, or zamindars. They were given control of the 
land in Bengal and in large areas of the districts to the north of 
Madras city, commonly referred to as the Northern Circars. Be- 
cause many of the zamindars were unable to pay the required 
rent on their holdings, considerable numbers of these setdements 
failed. The government then took over the holdings to auction 
them off again. At the beginning of the twentieth century, 29 
percent of the area of Madras presidency, however, was zamindari. 
The characteristic system of the presidency, however, was to setde 
much of the remaining areas direcdy with the peasants. Called 
ryotwari (after ryot or peasant), this system not only differen- 
tiated Madras presidency from Bengal but along with zamindai'i 
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tenure was the other major land tenure system used in British 
India. In the southern Tamil districts and in the poor region of 
Rayalseema or the Madras Deccan land settlements were sometimes 
made with important peasants or mirasdars who held the right to 
the perquisites of a village official or held the land in common. Al- 
though mirasdars are still found in many Telugu and Tamil vil- 
lages today, by the middle of the nineteenth century the ryotwari 
land system had superseded the mirasdar system in all but a few 
villages. 

All three elements — geographical remoteness and the feeling of 
isolation, the language difference, and the existence of the ryotwari 
settlement — contributed to the development of what could be 
called the “Madras style” of administration. In many ways, the 
elements that composed this style were subjective, and had much 
to do with the special way in which British administrators in 
Madras envisioned their work. For one thing, the districts of Ma- 
dras were larger than those of any other province and the Madras 
members of the Indian Civil Service (I.C.S.) thought themselves 
overworked. Furthermore, the Madras I.C.S. members insisted 
that the languages of the presidency were more difficult than 
Hindustani. Since they were apt to be transferred from one 
language area of Madras to another, they were obliged to spend 
much time in studying languages. The ryotwari settlement also 
meant that the District Officer in Madras typically considered him- 
self very knowledgeable about peasant affairs. Finally, many Ma- 
dras civilians believed that it was impossible for a member of 
the British bureaucracy from Madras to rise to the top of the 
administrative ladder in the central government. Many Madras 
politicians and bureaucrats in the decade following the First 
World War shared the belief that the political and administrative 
institutions and traditions of Madras were not understood by the 
central government, and this had much to do with their feeling 
of separateness. 
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Social Structure in the Tamil and Telugu Areas 

Above and beyond all these points of difference between south 
India and north India was a peculiarly social one: the extraordi- 
narily high position of the Brahmans in the social hierarchy, par- 
ticularly in the T amil and Malayalam areas. This was not a new 
phenomenon. For nearly one hundred fifty years, from the early 
1700’s to the mid-nineteenth century, the Madras bureaucracy, 
especially in the districts, was dominated by Desastha Brahmans, 
originally from Maharashtra in western India. 2 After the 1850’s 
the Telugu and particularly the Tamil Brahmans, who togedier 
comprised only 32 percent of the total population, enhanced their 
position in die social system by gradually filling the great majority 
of administrative and educational positions then open to Indians. 
These Tamil and Telugu Brahmans had for centuries been re- 
spected as the guardians of Sanskritic learning and religion. Since 
only a few non-Brahman groups in the Telugu districts, such as 
the Velamas, were permitted to study Sanskrit, the Brahmans exer- 
cised almost complete control over the body of Hindu religious 
works written in Sanskrit. One of the great centers of Brahmani- 
cal learning was Tanjore, in the heart of the Tamil country. The 
author of the Tanjore Gazeteer (1906) described the position of 
the Brahmans there in these terms: “Brahmans versed in the 
sacred law are numerous in Tanjore; Vedic sacrifices are per- 
formed on the banks of its streams; Vedic chanting is performed 
in a manner rarely rivalled; philosophical treatises are published 
in Sanskrit verse; and religious associations exist, the privilege 
of initiation into which is eagerly sought for and the rules of 
which are earnesdy followed even to the extent of relinquishing 
the world.” 3 A knowledge of Sanskrit and access to Hindu scrip- 
tures also made Tamil and Telugu Brahmans indispensable as 
priests at family and domestic occasions such as weddings. 

2 See Robert Frykenberg, Guntur District, 1788-1848: A History of Local 
Influence and Central Authority in South India (Oxford, 1965). 

3 F. R. Hemmingway, Tanjore (Madras, 1906), p. 68. 




